Background

T
here is a widespread belief that school-based physical activity programs and policies will have beneficial effects on children's physical fitness and obesity levels. In fact, as of October 2006, 34 states introduced or carried over obesity control legislation that involves modifying school physical education or physical activity requirements.
1 While it seems logical that this type of legislation would help reduce the growing childhood obesity epidemic, there is little direct evidence to support the claim that these policies will benefit the health of school-aged children. The enactment of Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 provides a unique way to study the effects of a school-based policy intervention on physical activity levels and related health indicators, including body mass index and body composition, on school-aged children and teens. Title IX specifies that "No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any education program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance." 2 In particular, this legislation had important implications for the physical activity of school-aged girls, adolescents and young women. Statistics regarding sports participation show that dramatic increases were seen in adolescent girls' participation in high school sports after passage of the legislation.
In their study entitled "Effects of Title IX and Sports Participation on Girls' Physical Ability and Weight," 3 Robert Kaestner and Xin Xu investigated the effects of increased participation in high school sports on physical activity levels, body mass index and body composition of girls and adolescent women. Title IX legislation provided a unique situation for a "natural experiment" investigating the effects of increases on girls' sports participation and weight and health outcomes. Using data from the First and Second National Health and Nutritional Examination Surveys (NHANES I and II) and the National Federation of State High School Associations (NFSHSA), the researchers used multivariate regression modeling techniques to examine the links between increases in high school sports participation, physical activity and anthropometric measures (including weight, body mass index and skinfold thickness) in women ages 12 to 17.
Findings
Adolescent girls' increased participation in high school sports led to decreased ■ weight and body mass index. An examination of physical activity levels after the enactment of the Title IX legislation showed increases in sports participation of girls aged 12-17. Increased sports participation resulted in increased physical activity levels among girls and in parallel improvements in girls' weight and body mass index.
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